The effect of iron fortification of the diet on clinical iron overload in the general population.
The gene coding for idiopathic hemochromatosis is prevalent in Sweden, the country with the highest iron fortification of food (42%) in the world. We wanted to study if this highly iron-fortified diet had negative effects on the iron situation in carriers of the iron-loading genes. Iron stores averaged 6.7 grams in male homozygotes who were mainly identified through laboratory screening. It was 3.4 grams in female homozygotes. By HLA typing of family members of these homozygous probands, 39 additional homozygotes and 172 heterozygotes were detected. Serum ferritin averaged 620 micrograms/l in 20 male and 168 micrograms/l in 19 female homozygotes in the family screening. Storage iron as measured by serum ferritin concentration was slightly but significantly higher in male heterozygotes than controls (117 micrograms/l versus 87 micrograms/l, p less than 0.02). There was no further increase in serum ferritin concentration with age after 40 years. Heterozygotes showed no clinical signs of iron damage. These findings do not indicate that carriers of the iron-loading genes in Sweden have been adversely affected by the highly iron-fortified diet of the country.